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p. cm. Includes bibliographical references and index. isbn-13: 978-0-472-09979-5 (cloth : alk. paper) isbn-10: 0-472-09979-5 (cloth : alk. paper) isbn-13: 978-0-472-06979-8 (pbk. : alk. paper) isbn-10: 0-472-06979-9 (pbk. : alk. paper) Preface Some time ago-in the eighth grade, I believe-I came to a sort of epiphany about U.S. politics. Re›ecting on "I'm Just a Bill" from the America Rock Saturday morning educational series on ABC, I decided (for the purpose of realism) that Bill, our cartoon legislative friend trying to become a law, should be surrounded by ninety or so expired comrades scattered about on the steps of Capitol Hill. Too disturbing for little kids, of course, but a more accurate picture of the odds against success for any aspiring laws. In the world of public policy, the scene would be a little different but still a little scary. If, based on what I know now, I were to create a cartoon policy character-Polly might be a good name-I might place her instead among a collection of weird mutant policies, transformed in the process of their implementation from friendly and optimistic companions into a strange an unfortunate mélange of good intentions gone terribly wrong. This book is about one such public policy. Its longevity and mutations have yet to be determined, but its ambitions are clear and sweeping. No Child Left Behind, signed into law by President George W. Bush in early 2002, was anything but a little bill-at nearly seven hundred pages long-and it is shaping up to be a very big policy indeed. The law promises to close the long-standing achievement gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students in the United States by using the results of standardized tests to identify, threaten, and, if necessary, sanction schools and districts that do not ful‹ll this promise. Like many other policies, this one is full of complications, contradictions, and challenges.
The central complication is that success in school has a great deal to do with being luckily born-into a family that values education and has the means to support its pursuit; into potential peer groups that reinforce the path to achievement; and into well-run, wellfunded, and safe schools. There is also an inherent contradiction in applying the radically centralizing reforms of No Child Left Behind and the radically decentralizing reforms of giving parents more choices in education at the same time and without much thought about the potential synergies, con›ict, and confusion that might result from this unusual combination. Finally, there is always the challenge of measuring something as ›eeting and contextual as "good" schooling with any objective tools, no matter how well designed. In this book, I will deal with all of these issues in some detail.
While working for three years as a public school teacher, I learned two things. First, three years is only enough time to begin to understand how complicated schools and schooling really are. Second, those who would ‹x schools from above and from afar rarely take into account this complex reality.
My primary goal in this book is to explore the possibility of combining the on-the-ground understandings of schooling with the power and leverage of national and state policies. This combination of street-and elite-level approaches is not tried as often as it should be, which is unfortunate. By bringing them together, I argue that we can make it much more likely that the ultimate form of No Child Left Behind will resemble something close to what we had originally hoped for it-and something not too scary, at that.
In many ways, this book began on the third ›oor of Robertson Hall at Princeton University. There, in the coffee break room, Professor John J. DiIulio Jr. agreed to supervise me in an independent study on the American bureaucracy. It was just John and me, along with his peripatetic chalkboard analysis of Chester Barnard, James Q. Wilson, bureaucratic agency, the problem of supervision, and the viii question of exactly when an organization is born. Down the hall was the of‹ce of my eventual dissertation adviser and friend, R. Douglas Arnold. I owe a great deal to both of these individuals. John, Doug, and all of the other scholars who have contributed to this book and to my education bear no responsibility for its arguments. All errors are mine and mine alone. They do, however, bear some nontrivial responsibility for instilling in me the beliefs that organizations matter, that rules matter, and that a useful path to understanding U.S. politics can begin with a study of the little details and unspoken assumptions that are often overlooked in the grand sweep of things.
Many scholars have provided invaluable comments and insight on early drafts of this work. This project would not have been possible without the generosity of Minnesota's public and charter school principals, who provided candid and thoughtful responses to my questions. I also thank individuals from the communications departments at the Minnesota Department of Education and the Minneapolis Public Schools as well as Jim Reische, Amy Fuller, and the staff of the University of Michigan Press for all of their help and assistance. I owe a great deal to Jim for taking a chance on a revised dissertation and for being willing to work with me on a second book project anyway. And to the Replacements for "Skyway." Mostly, I thank Sara, my wife and my best friend. In terms of effort, commitment, and survival, this book is hers as much as it is mine.
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